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INTRODUCTION 
The conventional understanding of competi-
tive advantage as the acquisition of assets is no lon-
ger a sufficient prerequisite for business success. In 
a knowledge-based society, the future is defined by 
the capability of the economic subject to translate 
knowledge into assets (1). Undoubtedly, universities 
are among the key knowledge sources and as such 
they must be supported by the European Commis-
sion by means of national universities so that the 
quality of higher education is improved and academ-
ic curricula are better suited to the needs of the mar-
ket with a view to opening the doors of the latter to 
young people of a wider range of social strata (2). 
Higher education is more than a production 
line, which releases qualified individuals. Neverthe-
less, to many people higher education is a spring-
board to a better job (3). 
According to Toshev “there is a quick rise in 
both the number of students and the number of ed-
ucational institutions. The fact that higher educa-
tion is becoming a mass commodity puts its quali-
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ty at risk” (4). There is a clear tendency towards the 
same regarding pharmaceutical education in Bul-
garia. Only within a decade the number of pharma-
ceutical faculties has grown from one to four. More 
than 350 people acquired a Master’s degree in Phar-
macy and the respective professional qualifications 
in 2013. The number of graduates is on the rise as 
a whole, with a trend towards intensification of the 
process in the near future. Overproduction of phar-
macists is also observed (5). This complicates further 
the issue of the quality and competitiveness of high-
er education in relation to the requirements of the la-
bor market.
Analyzing the challenges to Bulgarian high-
er education, Kozhuharov emphasizes the need for 
universities to base their syllabi and curricula on dis-
ciplines which will provide the necessary practical 
training (6). 
Students in Bulgaria are mainly challenged by 
the inadequately developed relationship between 
businesses and higher education, especially at the 
end of the educational period, when university grad-
uates are confronted with the difficulties of finding a 
job. Companies, in turn, often express dissatisfaction 
with graduates not being sufficiently qualified (7). 
The long Bulgarian transition towards democ-
racy and market economy has yet to give birth to co-
herent qualification systems to respond to the new 
market processes.
Particular attention should be paid to the dy-
namically developing sectors, such as the pharma-
ceutical one.
According to Sekhon and Kamboj a distinct 
feature of the training programmes in pharmacy 
is their emphasis on the career development of stu-
dents. Therefore, they underline how crucial it is for 
the pharmaceutical education to meet the demands 
not only of the present but of the future as well. What 
is more, the last ten years have seen a substantial 
change in the characteristics of the pharmaceutical 
profession in a global perspective, including the in-
creased demand on the labor market for specialists 
in this sphere of scientific knowledge (8). 
The role and responsibilities of pharmacists 
are developing and enlarging, increasingly entail-
ing the supply of customer-oriented services. This 
tendency is highly likely to continue in the future. 
Consequently, programs in pharmacy have to be 
transformed and redesigned so as to be compliant 
with these new requirements. They have to be rede-
signed so that pharmacy graduates can meet society’s 
health-related needs and expectations, as well as to 
manage the wide range of tasks in the pharmaceuti-
cal practices (9). 
According to Marriott and Co. university pro-
grams need to guide pharmacists into becoming pi-
oneers of change so that they can uphold high stan-
dards of professional competence, providing services 
that can be very different from what pharmacies offer 
now. Curricula have to be instrumental in equipping 
specialists with the optimal minimum of skills in all 
spheres – basic sciences, clinical sciences, pharmaco-
logical practices. Every new graduate has to be capa-
ble of building upon the basic knowledge acquired at 
university throughout their professional life (10). 
The objective of the following survey is to ex-
amine the attitudes among pharmacists as to the lev-
el of relevance of their higher education studies to the 
requirements of the pharmaceutical practice and the 
labor market.
The survey is part of the project ‘Redefinition 
and approbation of the academic curricula and syl-
labi  of the Faculty of Pharmacy at the Medical Uni-
versity ‘Prof. Dr. Paraskev Stoyanov’ – Varna in com-
pliance with the needs and requirements of the labor 
market’ run within the framework of the European 
Social Fund – European Commission Operational 
Programme “Human Resources Development”.
The research team expresses gratitude to all 
participants in the survey and the project experts.
METHODS AND RESOURCES 
With a view to attain the aims and objectives of 
this research a three-section questionnaire was de-
signed. The first section contains demographic in-
formation on the age, sex and professional experi-
ence of the respondents. The second contains eleven 
questions on pharmacists’ opinion as to the relevance 
of their higher education to the requirements of the 
pharmaceutical practice and the labor market. The 
third block of questions contains evaluations on the 
conditions and quality of training higher education 
provides as well as on the importance various com-
petences hold for the career development of pharma-
cists. The respondents were asked to rate the above 
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mentioned on the Likert scale, ranging from “a def-
inite no” to “a definite yes” and from “very impor-
tant” to “not important”. The questionnaire contains 
one open question for additional comments.
The questionnaire is compliant with the sys-
tem of criteria for analysis and assessment of the ed-
ucational needs of the pharmaceutical business envi-
ronment, which is part of the project “Redefinition 
and approbation of the academic curricula and syl-
labi of the Faculty of Pharmacy at the Medical Uni-
versity ‘Prof. Dr. Paraskev Stoyanov’ – Varna in com-
pliance with the needs and requirements of the labor 
market.”
The research was carried out on the territo-
ry of the six planning regions in Bulgaria – south-
west, south-central, south-east, north-east, north 
central and north-west. The questionnaire was com-
pleted by the respondents and submitted back to the 
researchers in strict compliance with anonymity re-
quirements. The research was conducted in the peri-
od November 2013 – February 2014. The results were 
analyzed by means of statistical software. Thematic 
analysis was carried out.
RESULTS AND ANALYSIS
Demographic features:
100 pharmacists were interviewed, 71% of 
whom were females, which is a predictable share in 
view of the fact that the profession has feminized as 
the Register of the Masters of Pharmacy of the Bul-
garian Pharmaceutical Union indicates.
The highest percentage of the respondents (41%) 
belongs to the 30-45 age range. 29% are between 18 
and 30 years of age, 21% are in the 45-60 age range, 
with those over 60 accounting for 9%. This age pro-
file differs from that of the Register of the Masters of 
Pharmacy of the Bulgarian Pharmaceutical Union. 
At the same time, the higher percentage of respon-
dents up to the age of 30 is noteworthy as most of 
them have graduated in a period of less than 5 years.
The above mentioned age profile is closely re-
lated to the professional experience profile of the re-
spondents. More than half of the interviewees have 
professional experience of fewer than 10 years.
The overwhelming share of the respondents 
(81%) work in pharmacies, 47% of them being phar-
macy managers. 4% are specialists on quality control 
and clinical study monitoring. Production technol-
ogists comprise 4%, specialists on medicinal prod-
ucts safety and registration account for 3%. The un-
employed masters in pharmacy who took part in the 
survey represent 3% of all respondents.
9% of the interviewees are owners of the com-
pany they work in, while hired workforce comprise 
91%.
The highest percentage of the respondents 
(62%) has worked for their present-day employer for 
fewer than 5 years, with 15% of them for up to one 
year. Those who have spent between 5 and 10 years at 
their workplace represent 18%, while 20% have spent 
more than 10 years.
58% of the interviewees work in companies with 
a workforce with up to ten employees; 21% - between 
11 and 25 employees; 8% - between 26 and 50, and 
4% - between 51 and 100. Those who work in a com-
pany with more than 100 employees account for 3%.
Fig. 1. Professional experience of masters in pharmacy 
(a separate group in the National Professions and 
Occupations Register)
Fig. 2. Breakdown of the respondents by planning regions
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The sample is representative as the respon-
dents are from the six planning regions in Bulgaria 
– south-west, south-central, south-east, north-east, 
north central and north-west. The breakdown by re-
gions can be seen on figure 2.
Level of relevance of higher education to the 
requirements of the pharmaceutical practice and 
the labor market.
The majority of respondents (71%) believe that 
higher education is relevant to the practice. Then 
again, it is an alarming fact that only 6% say the 
knowledge, skills and competences acquired at uni-
versity correspond to those required in practice, 
while 65% believe they do not. Only 2% do not find 
any relevance, with 27% holding the opinion they are 
irrelevant rather than not.
The most common challenge pharmacists are 
confronted with is the inadequacy of the practical 
skills and key competence training the university 
provides – an opinion of 64% of the study respon-
dents. 41% believe that the problem is in the discrep-
ancy between the academic curriculum and profes-
sional practice. The causes behind this are rooted 
in the dynamics with which both the economy and 
the pharmaceutical market develop. The revisions of 
a range of regulatory acts on both national and Eu-
ropean level have made it necessary for an increas-
ing number of pharmacists over the last two decades 
to develop professionally in untypical spheres. Along 
with that, new perspectives for career development 
have opened up – non-existent before the begin-
ning of the period of socio-political changes. In addi-
tion, a factor is also the foreign economic structures 
with responsibilities in a regional as well as global 
perspective.
Any professional development in these spheres 
undeniably requires new competences such as team-
work and communication skills, often in an interna-
tional environment, expertise related to information 
and communication tools, a high command of for-
eign languages, etc. 33% of the respondents feel they 
have not acquired those in the course of their high-
er education.
It is also noteworthy that 36% of those who gave 
the above mentioned answer belong to the group of 
the respondents whose working experience is up to 
ten years, or approximately 21% of that group sup-
port this view. An explanation for the latter could 
be found in the fact that the pharmacists from that 
group show particular interest in the above men-
tioned spheres.
Another area of disparity is related to the 
“equipment and technologies” used in the pharma-
ceutical practice. 26% of the interviewees are of the 
opinion that university education has not adequate-
ly provided them with the necessary skills. Provid-
ing such skills, however, might be difficult due to the 
quick-paced technological development. The univer-
sity should provide basic training, while any further 
knowledge and competences development should be 
a joint responsibility of the university, organizers of 
any continuing medical education courses and phar-
macists themselves. 
Overall, the research makes it clear that phar-
macists would like to see a change in academic cur-
ricula and syllabi so that those are better providers of 
practical competences.
71% of the respondents consider practical com-
petences – i.e. what pharmacists need to know and be 
able to do, as well as the expertise as to how to do it 
– is what is of the greatest importance in higher edu-
cation. In contrast, 14% define theoretical knowledge 
as the most important, while those who say the same 
of practical skills account for 15%.
73% of the interviewees define ‘the quality of 
practical training’ as the aspect universities have to 
improve, so that students are better equipped for pro-
fessional practice. To compare, 29% consider that it 
is ‘the quality of theoretical training’ that should be 
raised in higher education. The respondents have 
provided more than one answer. The remaining re-
sponses emphasize ‘the relevance and comprehen-
siveness of academic curricula’ (56%); ‘the efficien-
cy of the teaching and assessment methods’ (50%), 
‘the participation of students in projects and scientif-
ic research’ (45%); ‘the equipment’ (33%); ‘the levels 
of competence and commitment of tutors and pro-
fessors (32%).
An analysis of the responses to the question 
‘Which is the most important professional quality 
that holders of a masters degree in pharmacy lack?’ 
shows an emphasis on practical knowledge and 
skills, including ‘…a sense of community’ and ‘…
teamwork skills’.
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Fig. 3. Importance and quality of key competences training 
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Some respondents stress the lack of commu-
nication skills in terms of relationships both in and 
outside the working environment. It is also worth 
paying attention to the lack of foreign language ed-
ucation respondents point to. On the one hand, this 
hinders both the performance of career-related du-
ties and overall career development, especially when 
it comes to overseas subsidiaries and companies 
committed to clinical studies. On the other hand, it 
also creates difficulties in terms of accessing various 
sources of information on the latest developments in 
medicine, including international databases and in-
ternet-based medical journals. Generally, language 
training is not in focus in pharmacy academic cur-
ricula. It is therefore crucial that a change is initiated 
with a view to providing students with the opportu-
nity to enroll in optional language courses.
Other respondents highlight the lack of ‘entre-
preneurship skills’, ‘…managerial skills’, ‘…business-
related knowledge’ and ‘…independent decision-tak-
ing.’ Emphasis is put as well on ‘the lack of knowl-
edge as to trade marks’; ‘…awareness of drugs clini-
cally approved over the last 5 to 7 years’, ‘knowledge 
about drugs combinations and side effects’, as well as 
‘…experience in key disciplines: pharmaceutical care 
and pharmacology’.
Fig. 4. Importance and quality of main disciplines training 
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1 I am content with the theoretical training 29% 54% 15% 1% 1%
2
The curriculum  provides a  wide range of 
lecture courses
28% 52% 14% 2% 4%
3
The curriculum is designed with a view to 
comprehensive knowledge provision
25% 51% 17% 0% 7%
4
I was well-informed about  my career–related 
opportunities 
9% 28% 40% 19% 4%
5 The number of practical seminars is sufficient 16% 40% 32% 8% 4%
6
Practical seminars provide the opportunity to 
apply the theoretical knowledge acquired in 
lectures.
8% 46% 34% 10% 2%
7
Tutors provide guidance  through  assigning 
projects (term papers, research assignments)
3% 19% 40% 31% 7%
8
Foreign language classes facilitated my access to 
foreign language materials
17% 20% 24% 31% 8%
9
 The academic curriculum includes practical 
training outside the compulsory internship
3% 11% 25% 49% 12%
10
The internship is in line with the academic 
curriculum
6% 22% 43% 21% 8%
11
Tutors are knowledgeable and apply efficient 
teaching methods
18% 61% 15% 4% 2%
12
Tutors provided a wide range of materials to 
assist me in the learning process
9% 47% 27% 14% 3%
13
Tutors delivered lectures and seminars regularly 
in accordance with the curriculum
35% 50% 10% 2% 3%
14 I could approach the tutors in person 25% 49% 10% 9% 7%
15
Tutors were always  responsive to my queries and 
provided  adequate feedback
21% 52% 12% 5% 10%
16
Contacts with tutors are a motivating factor in 
research work and continuing education
8% 22% 34% 23% 13%
17
The assessment criteria are just and further the 
personal development of graduates
7% 33% 31% 18% 11%
18
Most of the tutors make use of technology in the 
teaching process
3% 42% 41% 8% 6%
19
The university provides opportunities for 
overseas education 
7% 27% 25% 25% 16%
20
Exam results and credits from overseas courses 
are recognised in my university
3% 10% 21% 10% 56%
21
The university provides the opportunity for 
participation in research and development  
projects outside the academic curriculum
9% 24% 30% 20% 17%
Table 1. Training and other higher education parameters evaluation
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Fig. 4 compares the importance of knowledge 
and skills taught in the compulsory academic dis-
ciplines as laid down in the Uniform State Require-
ments for Master’s degree in Pharmacy on the one 
hand, and respondents’ opinion of the quality of 
training provided in the course of university educa-
tion on the other.
The respondents’ answers reflect as well the 
above mentioned new developments in the pharma-
ceutical profession. 97% of them define ‘Pharma-
cology’ as a discipline of central importance, while 
73% say the same of ‘Pharmacotherapy’. ‘Toxicology’ 
is seen as a competence of key importance by 73% 
of the interviewees. Disciplines related to Chemis-
try, namely Organic chemistry, Analytical chemistry 
and Physical chemistry and Colloid chemistry were 
mentioned by a far lower percentage of people.
It is also noteworthy that certain disciplines are 
seen as important for one’s career development by 
less than 10% of the respondents. ‘Hygiene and Ecol-
ogy’ and ‘Calculus’ are a case in point – those were 
mentioned by 2% and 5 % respectively.
The discrepancy between the importance of 
those disciplines and the emphasis university train-
ing places on them is also worth noting.
Interestingly, pharmaceutical technology have 
approximately equal performance. The fact is that 
the preparation of medicines in pharmacies is los-
ing its importance during the past decades. At the 
same time elucidation of drug transport mechanisms 
through the tissues, current pharmaceutical technol-
ogies have been focused on alternative drug deliv-
ery pathways and incorporation of drug molecules 
into novel drug delivery systems. Moreover, in recent 
years many leading companies producing cosmetic 
products use novel technology such as nanotechnol-
ogy in their work to achieve better penetration, sus-
tained effect, increase of the UV-protection of the 
skin, protection from the harmful effects of environ-
mental factors.
22
Practical seminars provided the opportunity to 
participate in research and development projects 
10% 12% 29% 36% 13%
23
Learning halls (including computer rooms and 
laboratories) are in good condition
17% 52% 16% 11% 4%
24
Technical equipment is up-to-date and in good 
condition
13% 46% 25% 12% 4%
25
The university provided me with the opportunity 
to make use of the technical equipment 
necessary for my research
6% 35% 20% 12% 27%
26
Seminars and lectures are well-spaced time-wise 
so that students‘ time is not wasted
13% 46% 17% 13% 11%
27 Libraries provide a wide range of materials 12% 31% 26% 19% 12%
28
The university provides good sport and social 
life opportunities
7% 23% 30% 29% 11%
29
The university career centre provides adequate 
consultation, training, internships and job 
opportunities guidance
4% 9% 29% 37% 21%
30
The club of students who have graduated 
organised meetings and provided essential 
information as to career –related opportunities
4% 8% 29% 39% 20%
31
The university provided the opportunity for 
regular contact  with employers
2% 5% 28% 52% 13%
32
I had the confidence I will succeed in life and 
established useful contacts in the course of my 
university education
8% 25% 30% 26% 11%
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Cooperation between universities and other 
stakeholders
It is crucial that partnerships are established 
and all stakeholders participate actively in the aca-
demic learning process and that those partnerships 
are maintained in both formal and non-formal con-
tinuing education so that higher education can meet 
the requirements of the socio-political life and the la-
bor market.
When it comes to need for academic curricu-
la to be adapted to the practice, the majority of re-
spondents (56%) believe in the need of ‘universities-
independent analysis of the requirements related to 
pharmaceutical practice’ to be carried out. Further-
more, 44% of them believe it is necessary for ‘themat-
ic discussions between business representatives and 
tutors’ to be held. All of the above mentioned clearly 
indicate lack of cooperation between universities and 
other stakeholders.
Results also show the need for prominent phar-
macy specialists to participate in the teaching process 
in terms of practical training. 73% of the pharmacists 
suggest this should happen under the form of ‘practi-
cal training’. As the respondents gave more than one 
answer, 50% of them believe ‘seminars and practical 
sessions’ should be organized, with 44% mentioning 
‘short-term summer internships’. A far smaller share 
of respondents gave ‘specialized theoretical courses’ 
(25%) and ‘key lectures’ as answers (30%).
Another finding of interest is that 58% of the re-
spondents believe leading pharmaceutical specialists 
should participate actively in the continuing medical 
education of students.
The system for continuing education is defined 
by the Law on Health. The Bulgarian Pharmaceutical 
Union should have the responsibility to organize, co-
ordinate, conduct and register the continuing educa-
tion of the graduate students. 
The control over this activity should be in ac-
cordance with the rules laid down by the Minister 
for Health (11,12). 
The Bulgarian Pharmaceutical Union imple-
ments the Law on Health and the Union Charter in 
coordination with the higher education institutions, 
the Bulgarian Red Cross and the Military Medical 
Academy.
In a previous survey into the attitudes of phar-
macists as to the system of continuing education in 
Bulgaria and the scope for its enhancement, the over-
whelming share of the respondents (on leading posi-
tions in the central and regional management bod-
ies of the Bulgarian Pharmaceutical Union) express 
satisfaction with the cooperation between univer-
sities and the Bulgarian Pharmaceutical Union. In 
evidence of this, respondents mention the support 
the Union extends to the academic community, the 
range of continuing education activities within the 
Regional Branch of the Union (of under 100 mem-
bers) as well as a finalized joint project of the Phar-
maceutical Faculty of the Medical University in Sofia 
and the Bulgarian Pharmaceutical Union (13).
Most of the established partnerships are be-
tween the central government entities (the Manage-
ment Board and the Quality Control Committee) in-
cluding the cases when events were held on the prem-
ises of the Register of the Regional Branches. This is 
probably the reason why there is a discrepancy be-
tween the above mentioned evaluation and the one 
respondents in the current survey give to the coop-
eration between universities and the pharmaceutical 
associations, with 46% defining it as inadequate.
Regarding the relevance of higher education to 
the pharmaceutical practices, respondents’ evalu-
ations are even more negative. 58% define it as in-
adequate, while 17% report complete irrelevance. 
Those who see it as fruitful but sporadic account 
for 18%, with a mere 6% describing it as fruitful and 
continuous.
Fig. 5. Cooperation between universities and the Regis-
ter of the Regional Branches of Bulgarian Pharmaceuti-
cal Union
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These results are not surprising. The report ‘In-
novation BG 2103’, section ‘Innovation promoting 
sector competitiveness – Pharmacy’ indicates that 
the academic community, the industry and the insti-
tutions still lack full awareness of the necessity of ac-
tive partnership, applying thus a model, according to 
which pharmaceutical innovations are reduced to the 
production units and the research laboratories (15).
The latter relates to the partnership academic 
community – pharmacists to an even greater extent. 
At present none of the medical universities has devel-
oped a university enterprise project, which is com-
mon practice with a number of universities across 
the country. This significantly hampers cooperation 
opportunities.
CONCLUSION
The overwhelming share of the participants in 
the survey believes higher education training is rel-
evant to the pharmaceutical practices. Nevertheless, 
a mere 6% state that the knowledge, skills and com-
petences acquired in the course of higher education 
training complete relate to the those required in the 
professional practice.
Most often graduates feel challenged by the 
fact that, in the course of university training, prac-
tical skills and competences remain inadequately 
developed.
Dynamic developments in the socio-cultur-
al life are reshaping the pharmaceutical profession. 
Pharmacists meet new career development oppor-
tunities but new challenges as well. Therefore, new 
competences need to be developed – teamwork and 
communication skills, often in an international envi-
ronment, expertise related to information and com-
munication tools, etc. Three out of ten interviewees 
hold the opinion they have not acquired those in the 
course of their higher education.
Survey results show high satisfaction rates 
when it comes to theoretical instruction and lower 
ones as far as practical training is concerned. Over-
all, the survey indicates graduates would like to see 
academic curriculum and syllabuses redesigned, so 
that the latter can further the acquisition of practical 
skills to a greater extent.
Partnerships and the inclusion of all stakehold-
ers in the course of higher education training are also 
of crucial importance. However, survey results illus-
trate a lack of cooperation between universities and 
other stakeholders, including practising profession-
als, employers and professional associations.
Pharmacy graduates attach great importance 
to continuing medical education. More than half of 
the respondents would like to see the involvement of 
leading pharmacy professionals in their postgradu-
ate education.
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